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This evening our subject is the Third Commandment which is “You shall 

not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not 

hold him guiltless to takes his name in vain.”  I’ll probably preach two 

sermons on this commandment. 

This commandment is really about our attitude towards God. How we 

use God’s name reflects what we think of him. If we have little or no 

respect for God that will come out in the way that we use his name. If 

we think highly of God, that will also come out in the way we use his 

name. God is telling us that he requires that we use his name with great 

care and reverence. The only way that we can do that is if we actually 

revere God. God is not interested in pious words that to not come from 

an un-pious heart. Actually, he is interested, but this commandment 

makes it clear that we do not want God to be interested in us in that 

way. The commandment says that “the LORD will not hold him guiltless 

who takes his name in vain.” We do not want this kind of attention from 

God – looking at us in wrath because we are dishonoring his name.  

So, this command is very searching as are all the commands when we 

understand them rightly. Anytime we are not using God’s name with 

profound reverence both in our thoughts and in our words, we are 

taking his name in vain and God tells us that he does not hold us 

guiltless when we do that. God is very serious about this matter. The 

God of the Bible places a very high value on being honored and he 



considers dishonoring him to be a very great sin. That is reflected by the 

fact that one of the Ten Commandments deals with this matter of using 

his name only with utmost reverence. The importance of this for God is 

also impressed upon us by the warning that he attaches to this 

commandment that he “will not hold him guiltless who takes his name 

in vain.” 

So, in order to feel the weight of this commandment, we need to 

explore this idea that God is very concerned about being honored or 

dishonored. This is a particularly difficult idea for us because we are all 

very much influenced not only by our own sinful natures, but also by the 

times in which we live. We live in a time when there is little appreciation 

for hierarchies and little respect for people who are above us in the 

hierarchy of honor. We live in a culture which is radically egalitarian. In 

some ways that is good. We are all equal in value and dignity because 

we are all made in the image of God. That part is certainly a biblical idea 

and it has important implications for the way that we think about and 

treat other people. But our society takes the idea of equality to places 

where the Bible does not take us.  

The Bible tells us to honor certain people above others because of their 

position compared to ours. We are to honor our fathers and our 

mothers. That is the Fifth Commandment. We are also to honor people 

with gray hair. Leviticus 19:32 says, “You shall stand up before the gray 

head and honor the face of an old man.” Actually, this does not apply to 

all people with gray hair because some pretty young people have gray 

hair. Moses is talking about honoring the elderly - old people with gray 

hair and old people with other colors of hair as well. We are to honor 

the elderly – that is what that verse means. We are to give double 

honor to elders in the church who rule well according to 1 Timothy 5:17. 

And in the context of teaching about the civil authorities like political 

leaders and law-enforcement officers, Paul tells us to pay “respect to 

whom respect is owed” and “honor to whom honor is owed” (Romans 

13:7). 

We live in a society in which this idea of respect for people that are 

above us in God’s hierarchy of people who are to be honored is 

increasingly rare and that has its impact on us. This makes it harder for 



us to respect and revere God the way we should. The culture in which 

we live, and which influences us profoundly, has largely lost the idea of 

honoring people who are above us and so the idea of showing respect 

and deference to anyone, including God, is increasingly foreign. At the 

root of this is thinking too highly of ourselves. We all tend to think we 

are the most important person in the universe. That is the tendency of 

our sinful nature and that tendency is writ large in our society. Radical 

egalitarianism means that no one is above me. That is not a fertile 

environment for reverence and deference towards God. It goes against 

gain the grain of our sinful nature.  

Now, if we are Christians we are different from the world in this respect. 

Thankfully we are being transformed by the Holy Spirit and shaped by 

the Word of God. So, there is an influence upon us in the right direction 

as well as an influence on us in the wrong direction. But we are 

influenced by the world in which we live and in that world the influence 

is not in the direction of showing respect for those who are above us in 

the hierarchy of people who are to be honored, including God. 

It will be helpful to deal with the question of why this is such a big deal 

for God. Why is it such a serious matter to take God’s name in vain? 

Why is God so insistent that we hold him in the highest esteem and that 

we reflect that in the way that we use his name? Why is this one of the 

Ten Commandments that are God’s summary of right and wrong? We 

might think that that makes God too full of himself. We might think that 

God is overly touchy about what people think of him and how they 

speak of him.  Why is it that the most important thing about life is how 

we think of God? Why can’t God just shrug it off when people do not 

use his name respectfully? 

To answer this question, we must begin with the fact that God is the 

creator and we are the created. God sometimes makes this point by 

saying that he is the potter and we are the clay. In Isaiah 29:16, God 

says to Israel, “You turn things upside down! Shall the potter be 

regarded as the clay, that the thing made should say of its maker, ‘He 

did not make me’; or the thing formed say of him who formed it, ‘He 

has no understanding’?” This is very important for our understanding of 

everything. We are clay. God is the potter. That means that God decides 



what is more important and what is less important. And that is not 

arbitrary. It is part of the nature of reality. And the nature of reality is 

that God’s glory is the most important value that there is. It is 

objectively the case that there is nothing more important than God’s 

name – his reputation. One of the great themes of Scripture is that 

everything exists for the glory of God.  

Psalm 19:1 says “The heavens declare the glory of God.” That is what 

the heavens are for. That is what the creation is for. It does not exist for 

any other reason. Psalm 66:1-2 say, “Shout for joy to God, all the earth; 

sing the glory of his name; give to him glorious praise.”  This is what all 

the people of the earth are for – to give glory to God. That is the reason 

we exist. We do not exist for any other reason. In Isaiah 43, God tells us 

that he created his people for his glory. In verse 7, he speaks of 

“everyone who is called by my name, whom I created for my glory, 

whom I formed and made.” God’s goal in creation and in history is that 

his glory fill the earth. Habakkuk 2:14 says, “For the earth will be filled 

with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD as the waters cover the 

sea.” 

It is in the light of all this that we have to understand why God is so 

concerned that we revere him and thus use his name only with great 

care and deep reverence. Because of the blindness of our sinful natures 

we do not automatically have a proper appreciation for what is most 

important and what is of less importance. We tend to have our own 

hierarchy of values that is based on our feelings and tastes.  But we are 

naturally blind to the truth about what is truly the most important thing 

in the universe and that is the glory of God. 

And so, the third commandment, which requires that we only use God’s 

name with deep reverence and that every thought of God be a thought 

of worship and adoration, is rooted in what is truly and objectively the 

most important value in the world. This is why the world exists. This is 

why we exist. This is what we are for. Nothing exists for any other 

reason. And that means that dishonoring God is the essence of evil. The 

greatest possible evil that we can do is to dishonor God. And every 

other form of evil is the result of dishonoring God. This is not arbitrary. 



This is the nature of things. This is the nature of reality because reality is 

rooted in God himself who is ultimate reality. 

And that means that this commandment is an expression of the 

goodness of God. If God just allowed us to dishonor him he would be 

sinning. If revering God’s name was not a requirement for us, God 

would be dishonoring his own name. It would be wrong for God not to 

be supremely concerned about his own glory and if he just overlooked it 

when people dishonored him. This is what we must understand about 

the Third Commandment. God’s concern for the honor of his name is 

not in any way like a human being who is too concerned about his own 

reputation. We can, and we do think too highly of ourselves and when 

we do that we are indulging in a fantasy. Proverbs tells us that it is right 

for us to care about our reputation when it says in 22:1 that “A good 

name is to be chosen rather than great riches….” Our reputation is not 

unimportant. But Paul tells us in Romans 12:3 that we are not to think 

of ourselves more highly than we ought to think. And in many places the 

Bible enjoins humility and condemns pride.  

The reason is that we must think of ourselves truthfully. And that means 

that we are made by God and for God. It means that we are sinners 

worthy of death. It means that we are no more valuable than any other 

human being. It means that where we excel compared to other people, 

it is a gift of God. We are worthy of respect because we are creatures 

made by God in his image. But we are not worthy of worship, either by 

ourselves or by others. 

But God is. God is worthy of our reverence. God is worthy of our 

worship. It is proper and fitting that we never do or say anything that 

dishonors God in any way. God is perfect in every way. God is glorious 

and praiseworthy in every way. God is truly awesome in the original 

meaning of that word. He is perfect goodness. He is absolute holiness. 

He is awesome in his greatness and his majesty and in his power and in 

his beauty. He is the perfection of justice and he is the highest possible 

expression of love and mercy. It is right and proper and fitting that God 

be shown the greatest possible respect and admiration by human 

beings. And this is what we are for. This is what it means for God to be 



God. He is greater than any other being. He is far above us, as the being 

of all perfections.  

We will now think a little about the idea of God’s name. The command 

is that we not take the “name of the LORD [our] God in vain.” The idea 

of God’s name in Scripture is very important. There is a very close 

connection between God’s name and God himself. That is even true for 

human beings. There is a close relationship between us and our names. 

Even though our names are usually not very meaningful in themselves, 

our self has a close relationship with our name. That is true even of our 

Korean brothers and sisters who take an English name for the 

convenience of us non-Koreans who have such a hard time pronouncing 

their Korean names. It does not take long before those names become 

an important part of their identity. 

But with God this is even more so and much more so. God’s name is not 

exactly the same as God himself, but it is close to that. That is why many 

passages speak of God’s name as God himself. In Deuteronomy 12, God 

is telling the people that in the future, after they have taken the land of 

Canaan, he is going to choose a place where he is going to be especially 

present – a place where the people will come to worship him. Listen to 

the way that God speaks of this in Deuteronomy 12:5. “But you shall 

seek the place that the LORD your God will choose out of all your tribes 

to put his name and make his habitation there.” In verse 11 he says that 

he is going “to make his name dwell there….”  God is going to dwell 

there in the temple. But he says that he is going to make is name dwell 

there. Where God’s name dwells, God dwells.  

God speaks like this a lot in his word. In the Psalms we read many times 

of the need to praise the name of the Lord. To praise the name of the 

Lord is the same thing as praising the Lord. That is why the Third 

Commandment tells us not to take the name of the Lord our God in 

vain. To take God’s name in vain is to dishonor him. 

Now this applies to Jesus as much as it applies to the God who 

addresses us in the OT. Jesus identifies himself with the God of the OT. 

And one of the ways that he does that is to refer to himself alluding to 

the key name of God in the OT which is Yahweh. Yahweh means “I am 

that I am.” It is the name that God uses to refer to himself in the Third 



Commandment when he refers to himself as the LORD your God. When 

the name LORD is used in the OT in all uppercase letters, the Hebrew is 

Yahweh.  

In John’s gospel, Jesus says things like, “I am the bread of life” and “I am 

the good Shepherd.” The words “I am” in those statements refer to the 

name Yahweh. Jesus is claiming to be Yahweh. In John 8:58, Jesus says 

to the Pharisees, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I am.”  

When the Pharisees heard that they understood that Jesus was claiming 

the name Yahweh. That is why they picked up stones to throw at him. 

They thought he was guilty of blasphemy for using God’s name to refer 

to himself. They would have been right if what Jesus said was not true. 

But it was true, so they were wrong, and they were committing 

blasphemy because they were taking Jesus’ name in vain. 

We see the climax of this in Philippians 2:9-11. In the verses that come 

before 9-11 of Philippians 2, Paul writes that Jesus “emptied himself, by 

taking the form of a servant” and “humbled himself by becoming 

obedient to the point of death.” Then verses 9-11 say, "9Therefore God 

has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above 

every name, 10so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 

heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11and every tongue confess 

that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father."  

God has given Jesus the name that is above every name. No one is 

allowed to take Jesus’ name in vain any more than they are allowed to 

take God’s name in vain because Jesus is God. We are to think and 

speak of Jesus no less highly than we think of God because Jesus is God. 

And the time is coming when every single person in the world is going to 

bow before Jesus and confess that he is Lord. However, many of those 

people will be taking Jesus’ name in vain even as they do that because 

all who are not converted to Christ in this life will be forced to 

acknowledge that Jesus is Lord, but they will do that through clenched 

teeth. Inside they will be cursing him because that is what unsaved 

human nature does. Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 12:3 that “no one can 

say, ‘Jesus is Lord’ except in the Holy Spirit.” 

So, God’s name, which is also Jesus’ name, must be handled with care. 

Every time it even crosses our minds it must be honored and revered. 



Every time it crosses our lips, it must be with utter respect and great 

reverence. The reason is that it is worthy of that kind of honor and to 

dishonor God is the greatest evil. 

Now God has done something absolutely astonishing with his name. He 

has given it to his people. That is almost unbelievable when we consider 

how passionate God is about the honor of his name. He has taken that 

holy name and he has placed it on his people! That is breathtaking. In 2 

Chronicles 7:14 and Daniel 9:19, God refers to his people as the people 

who are called by my name. And in Numbers 6, where God tells Aaron 

the high priest to bless the people with those well-known words, “The 

Lord bless you and keep you” and what follows there, God refers to that 

as putting his name upon his people. When God blesses his people 

through his appointed messengers he is putting his name on his people.  

The same is true for the followers of Christ. We are Christians. We are 

the body of Christ. We are baptized into the name of the Father and of 

the Son and of the Holy Spirit. The name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit is upon us. We bear that name. And you see the 

Third Commandment is intimately related to this fact because how we 

who bear God’s name live brings either honor of dishonor to God’s 

name. We can take God’s name in vain, not only with our thoughts and 

with our words, but also with our actions when those actions do not 

reflect well on the name we bear. All of the passion that God has 

towards the honor of his name comes to bear on the way that we live 

because how we live either reflects well on God or it does not. 

In Romans 2:24 Paul quotes from the OT saying, “The name of the LORD 

is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.”  Israel did not live 

according to the law of God. Because of that God punished Israel and 

drove her from the land. And the Gentiles laughed. And God was 

mocked because of the behaviour of his people. 

This is still a thing. Christians are mocked and scorned and hated by the 

world. Sometimes that is a good thing because the world hates the 

people of Christ because they hate Christ. Sometimes the world hates 

and mocks the Church because the Church faithfully follows Christ. But 

sometimes the world mocks the Church because it sees our hypocrisy. It 

sees how our actions often contradict our words. It sees how we often 



have a form of godliness, but not the power of it in our lives. When that 

is the case we are taking God’s name in vain because God’s name is 

blasphemed because of our actions. 

When God says, you shall not take the name of the LORD your God in 

vain, he also means that we must bear his name in a way that brings it 

glory. It means that we must be passionate about godliness and 

righteousness and holiness because we are part of God’s mission to 

glorify his name in all the earth. The Third Commandment is a powerful 

incentive for us to live and to speak in ways that reflect well on the God 

whose name we bear. We are to “let [our] light shine before others, so 

that they may see [our] good works and give glory to [our] Father who is 

in heaven.” Jesus says that in Matthew 5:16 and he is spelling out one of 

the implications of the Third Commandment. “You shall not take the 

name of the LORD your God in vain.” 

The final application to this sermon is the Lord’s Supper. The Third 

Commandment in its own way is devastating. It exposes our sin in a very 

searching way. In all our thinking and speaking and acting we are to 

reflect deep reverence for God. And when we don’t we take the name 

of the LORD our God in vain. Reflecting on this commandment gives us a 

deep insight into the depth and the seriousness of our sins. That is 

profoundly troubling and very humbling. But one of the reasons that 

God is worthy of such reverence and awe is his grace. And we will 

reflect on that as we celebrate the Lord’s Supper together. 

 

 

Table Meditation 

There is hope in the warning that God attaches to the Third 

Commandment. The warning is “the LORD will not hold him guiltless 

who takes his name in vain.”  That is a serious warning. And God means 

what he says. But the hope is in that the warnings in the Bible are not 

designed to drive us to despair. Their purpose is to encourage us to turn 

to the Lord, confessing our sins and seeking forgiveness and renewal in 

him. This warning that “the LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes 



his name in vain” must be understood in the light of the immediate 

context and in the light of the rest of Scripture. In the immediate 

context, we have the covenant ceremony of Exodus 24. There Moses 

gathered the people together and read all of these laws and the people 

responded, “All the words that the LORD has spoken we will do” 

(Exodus 24:3). But that same covenant ceremony involved the sprinkling 

of the people with the blood of a sacrifice. And Moses said, “Behold the 

blood of the covenant that the LORD has made with you in accordance 

with all these words” (Exodus 24:8).  

That blood spoke of forgiveness. The Lord knew that his people were a 

sinful people. He knew that if he did not provide a way of forgiveness 

and renewal, they would all perish because the law condemned every 

one of them. That is why he provided sacrifices. They were the way to 

forgiveness. And they were effective because they pointed ahead to 

Jesus Christ and the sacrifice that he would bring. And so many years 

later Jesus would share a meal with his disciples and during that meal he 

would bless a cup of wine and he would pass it around to them and he 

would say, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.” 

“[T]he LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain.” But 

he will grant forgiveness to those who confess that they are guilty and 

who place their trust in the sacrifice for sin that God has provided. And 

that is what the Lord’s Supper is about. 

The law of God exposes our guilt. But the Lord’s Supper is given by Jesus 

to remind us that there is forgiveness and renewal through his death on 

the cross and it is given to confirm to us that Jesus gives himself for us 

as the one who has given his body to be broken and his blood to be 

shed so that we who are guilty mighty be guiltless in the eyes of God 

and thus from that place of reconciliation with God seek to grow in our 

keeping of the law by means of the power which is unleashed in the 

resurrection and given to us by the Holy Spirit through faith in Jesus. 


